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This study assesses the relationship between political partisanship and attitudes and behavior 
with respect to the Swine Flu crisis of 2009 in general, and the U.S. mass vaccination program in 
particular. I argue that even seemingly non-partisan political issues like public health are 
increasingly characterized by partisan polarization in public attitudes, and that such polarization 
is in part attributable, at least in part, to the breakdown of the information commons that 
characterized the American mass media from roughly the 1950s until the early 1990s. In its place 
has arisen an increasingly fragmented and niche-oriented media marketplace in which 
individuals are better able to limit their information exposure to attitudes and opinions that 
reinforce, rather than challenge, their preexisting beliefs. I test my argument against a variety of 
data sources, including opinion surveys and state level Swine Flu vaccination rate data. 
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On September 30, 2009, as the Federal Government’s efforts to persuade Americans to 
vaccinate themselves and their families against the Swine Flu were moving into high gear, 
conservative Fox News commentator Glen Beck informed his roughly 3 million viewers that, 
with respect the vaccine, “you don’t know if this is going to cause neurological damage like it 
did in the 1970s,” adding that he would do “the exact opposite” of what the federal government 
recommended, and might even attend a swine flu party in order to deliberately infect himself 
before the virus could mutate (LA Times 2009). A week later, on October 7
th, conservative 
commentator, Rush Limbaugh told his radio audience – estimated at around 20 million listeners 
per week
1 (Boehlert 2009) -- “I am not going to take it [the H1N1 vaccine], precisely because 
you are now telling me I must…I don’t want to take your vaccine. I don’t get flu shots. He added 
if “you have some idiot government official demanding, telling me I must take this vaccine, I’ll 
never take it.” 
Taking a different tack, two Republican House Members – both doctors – raised 
objections to the pandemic funding included in a defense supplemental bill. Rep. Phil Gingrey 
(R-GA) commented, “We can’t let all of our spending and our reaction be media-driven in 
responding to a panic so that we don’t get Katrina-ed. ... It’s important because what we are 
talking about as we discuss the appropriateness of spending $2 billion to produce a vaccine that 
may never be used — that is a very important decision that our country has to make.” Rep. Paul 
Broun (R-GA) added, “I don’t think we need to spend $1.5 billion on flu vaccine when ... the 
research shows that it’s not going to be very virulent. ... We are stealing our grandchildren’s 
future by borrowing and spending. ... This hysteria over the flu is driving the media, and it’s 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 Estimates of Limbaugh’s audience magnitude vary from 2 to 50 million listeners per week 
(Boehlert 2009). Pew’s Project for Excellence in Journalism rates his audience in Spring 2009 at 
about 15 million (www.stateofthemedia.org), compared to 14 million for Sean Hannity. ! #!
driving the administration, driving the leadership here. We’ve got to stop that.” More recently, 
Fox News business commentator David Asman expressed skepticism regarding the safety of the 
swine flu vaccine, and criticized the government for having exaggerated the threat (Media 
Matters 2010).
  
Though much of the criticism of the H1N1 vaccine and the government’s response to the 
emergence of the virus came from the right, such concerns also appeared on the other end of the 
political spectrum. Notably, liberal talk show host Bill Maher Tweeted “people who get flu shots 
are idiots” and commented, in an interview with former Republican Senate Majority Leader and 
heart surgeon Bill Frist, “Why would you let them [the government] be the ones to stick a 
disease into your arm? I would never get a swine flu vaccine or any vaccine. I don’t trust the 
government, especially with my health” (Parker-Pope 2009). 
Perhaps not surprisingly, given the skepticism voiced by prominent politicians and 
commentators, combined with pre-existing skepticism about vaccination and immunization 
programs in general, many Americans – roughly half according to an October 2009 Pew Center 
survey – indicated that they did not plan to seek the H1N1 vaccine. Such figures worried public 
health officials who feared that the H1N1 virus could unleash a potentially devastating pandemic. 
A somewhat less well-known, but potentially even more troubling, pattern emerged in the same 
survey: Democrats were nearly 50% more likely than Republicans (60 vs. 41%) to indicate that 
they would take the vaccine (Schlesinger 2009).  
What accounts for this stark partisan gap over a seemingly non-partisan topic? And does 
it hold potentially broader public health implications? In assessing the first question, the most 
obvious proximate explanation is that Republican partisans were merely responding to trusted 
(i.e., conservative and Republican) opinion leaders, who voiced greater skepticism of the vaccine ! $!
(and of the seriousness of the threat in general) than their Democratic counterparts, as the 
opening anecdotes suggest.  
This, of course, begs the question of why Republican elites would be more skeptical than 
Democratic elites. Several potential explanations immediately come to mind. First, Republicans 
tend to be more skeptical than Democrats of proactive government intervention in public life. 
The Obama Administration’s push to promote near universal H1N1 vaccinations constituted a 
major government intervention in the private lives of citizens. Second, the messenger in this case 
– the Obama Administration – was more credible, all else equal, to Democrats than Republicans, 
simply by virtue of its partisan affiliation, while for the same reason skeptical Republican elites 
were more credible to Republican partisans. Third, greater Republican skepticism of 
international institutions, like the World Health Organization, further weakened the credibility of 
the pro-vaccination message to Republicans, relative to Democrats, who tend to be more trusting 
of global institutions (Page and Bouton 2006, Holsti 2004, Baum and Nau 2009).  
Finally, Republicans and Democrats increasingly expose themselves to distinct 
information streams via the new media. The streams favored by Republicans, such as the Fox 
News Channel on cable, as well as conservative talk radio and Internet sites, may have been 
more critical of the swine flu vaccination program -- due to the first three explanations noted 
above -- than their liberal analogs preferred by Democrats. Such a pattern could, in turn, shape 
vaccination patterns in ways that hold profound implications for public policy and public health. 
In this paper I assess the relationship between political partisanship and attitudes and 
behavior with respect to the Swine Flu crisis of 2009 in general, and the U.S. mass vaccination 
program in particular. I argue that even seemingly non-partisan political issues like public health ! %!
are increasingly characterized by partisan polarization in public attitudes, and that such 
polarization is in part attributable to the breakdown of the information commons that 
characterized the American mass media from roughly the 1950s until the early 1990s. In its place 
has arisen an increasingly fragmented and niche-oriented media marketplace in which 
individuals are better able to limit their information exposure to attitudes and opinions that 
reinforce, rather than challenge, their preexisting beliefs. 
I begin, in the next section, by reviewing the changing media landscape over the past 
several decades. I then relate the patterns to polarization in partisan political attitudes and 
behavior with respect to the Swine Flu in general, and the vaccination program in particular. 
The Changing Media Marketplace 
The decline of the traditional news media since the early 1990s is well documented and 
widely reported (Baum and Kernell 1999 & 2007, Hamilton 2003, Baum 2003). The combined 
ratings for the evening newscasts of the “big three” broadcast networks (ABC, CBS, and NBC) 
have fallen from about 52 million viewers in 1980 to 22.3 million in 2009 (Pew 2010). Indeed, 
according to a 2008 survey (Pew Center 2008), the percent of Americans indicating that they 
regularly watch cable news now exceeds the percentage regularly watching network news (by 39 
to 29%).  
Not only has the overall audience for network news declined dramatically, but the 
demographics of network news viewers have also shifted starkly. Where the typical network 
news viewer was once comparable to the median television viewer (after all, the networks 
enjoyed an oligopoloy from the 1950s to the 1980s), by 2008 the network audience was notably 
older (with a median age of 61.3 (Pew 2009) and, according to the Pew Center (2008), composed ! &!
of more than twice as many Democrats as Republicans (45 vs. 22% “regular” viewers).  
The so-called new media, by which I refer primarily to cable news channels and the 
Internet, but also to political talk radio, differ in important ways from their traditional media 
cousins. Most notably, nearly all such outlets self-consciously seek to appeal to relatively narrow, 
and hence more loyal niches of the public. Rather than seeking to be all things to all people – as 
the major networks did during their heyday – new media outlets try to provide a product that 
more closely fits the preferences of a particular subset of the public.  
In news and politics, the primary dimension upon which new media outlets have sought 
to differentiate themselves is ideology. Most notably, in 2010 there are prominent cable news 
channels aimed primarily at liberals (MSNBC), conservatives (Fox), and moderates (CNN). 
Similarly, on the Internet, the political blogosphere is dominated by ideologically narrow 
websites like Huffingtonpost.com on the left and Michellemalkin.com on the right. Political talk 
radio, in turn, is dominated by conservative voices like Beck, Hannity and Limbaugh, though 
there are some liberal niches, such as a program hosted by MSNBC analyst Ed Schultz. As the 
range of options available to consumers seeking political information has expanded, making 
available media environments that closely match their personal political preferences, audiences 
have increasingly availed themselves of the opportunity to self-select into ideologically friendly 
political news environments. 
Cable News 
Figure 1 shows the trend, from 2000 to 2008-09 in the partisan make-up of audiences for 
CNN, Fox, and MSNBC. These data are derived from pooled national surveys conducted by a 
market research firm (Scarborough), representing over 100,000 interviews for each period ! '!
included in the graphic (Kernell and Rice 2010, Feltus 2009). 
[Figure 1 here] 
The curves in Figure 1 indicate that in 2000, the audiences for all three networks 
consisted of fairly similar proportions of Democrats and Republicans. The partisan gaps for 
viewers of CNN, Fox, and MSNBC were 4, 8, and 2 percentage points, respectively. By 2008-09, 
these gaps had expanded dramatically, to 30, 20, and 27 points, for CNN, Fox, and MSNBC, 
respectively. While it is certainly the case that some partisan overlap remains (Feltus 2009, Prior 
2007, Kernell and Rice 2010, Gentzkow and Shapiro 2010) -- these data clearly suggest a fairly 
strong tendency toward partisan filtering on cable news.
2 
Internet 
If niche programming has emerged as an important competitive strategy for television 
news, it is arguably the most consequential such strategy on the Internet. Research (Hindman 
2007) has shown that a stunningly small number of political news-oriented outlets dominate 
news and public affairs traffic on the web. While some of the most heavily trafficked sites – such 
as CNN.com, MSNBC.com, and Yahoo News -- remain predominantly audience aggregators 
rather than disaggregators -- and collectively make up 27% of the top news sites (Pew 2009) -- 
the political blogosphere functions primarily as an arena for partisan and ideological self-
selection.  
There are a variety of well-documented digital divides online, including by age, gender, 
race, and socio-economic status. Some – particularly gender and race -- have receded somewhat 
in recent years. In each case, the net effect is that some Americans are systematically more likely 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
2 For additional data on partisan filtering of cable news audiences, see Baum (forthcoming). ! (!
than others to rely upon the Internet for political news. Many of these divides are exogenous to 
the preferences and policies of individual Internet outlets. However, political ideology remains a 
key proactive filter that political news websites in general, and blogs in particular, frequently 
employ in seeking to build a loyal niche audience. 
Along these lines, Baum and Groeling (2008, 2010) report that left-leaning political blogs, 
like DailyKos.com are disproportionately likely to cover news that favors Democrats over 
Republicans, while right-leaning blogs, like FreeRepublic.com are disproportionately likely to 
feature news favorable to Republicans over Democrats. Perhaps not surprisingly, given the 
ideological and partisan slant on political blogs, users of these sites are, on average, more likely 
than typical Americans to prefer news that reinforces their pre-existing preferences, more likely 
to discuss political news with family and friends (Baum and Groeling 2008) and, as shown in 
Figure 2,
3 more ideologically extreme.
  
[Figure 2 here] 
Not surprisingly, the audiences for such outlets are highly skewed based on party 
affiliation. For instance, according to an April 2007 Nielsen report (All 2007), 77% of 
HuffingtonPost.com readers were registered Democrats, and only 3.8% were registered 
Republicans. While, as with cable news, some Internet consumers seek out news from across the 
ideological spectrum -- and some evidence (Gentzkow and Shapiro 2010) suggests they do so to 
a greater extent on the Internet than on cable  – the Internet is nonetheless a particularly 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
3 Source: Cooperative Campaign Analysis Project survey (CCAP 2008). In Figure 2, 
0=moderate, 1=liberal or conservative, and 2=very liberal or very conservative (Source: CCAP 
2008). ! )!
amenable environment for ideological self-selection, and the aforementioned evidence from 
political blogs suggests that many politically oriented news consumers engage in such self-
imposed ideological segregation.
4 
While the audience for political news on the Internet does not yet match that for 
television news (Baum and Groeling 2008), it is growing rapidly and is by no means trivial. For 
instance, according to an October 2010 comScore.com press release, in September 2008 the total 
number of unique visitors to the top 15 political blog sites was approximately 206 million. This 
represents about a 10% increase over the prior year. According to Pew Center data, in turn, in 
2010 41% of respondents identified the Internet as their primary source of news, compared to 
66% who identified Television. This represents the smallest television advantage ever recorded 
in Pew Center surveys. According to the same data, among Americans under age 30, the Internet 
is now the predominant source of news, beating out television by 13 percentage points (65 to 
52%) (Pew 2011). 





4 Along these lines, Baum and Groeling (2009) report evidence that some ideological news blogs 
cover the “other side” primarily to set the stage for making their own political argument, in effect 
using “opposition” political blogs as strawmen. It seems likely that at least some politically 
sophisticated Internet news consumers are similarly motivated when “crossing over” to 













Back to the Future? 
Though in some ways unique, the current period is by no means the first time in 
American politics that partisan media have played an important role in public policy debates. 
Rather, viewed in a broader context, overwhelmingly nonpartisan journalism, as we saw in 
roughly the first four decades following World War II, appears to have been an historical 
anomaly. 
To better understand the implications of our increasingly polarized information 
environment, it is helpful to consider the partisan press of the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries. In that era, citizens who wanted an accurate picture of the political landscape could 
read multiple newspapers with differing partisan loyalties in order to triangulate on the “truth” ! "R!
(Schudson 1981, Baum and Groeling 2010).
5 Such a strategy could offset to some extent any 
potentially harmful effects of partisan-oriented media. Yet the question remains as to whether 
typical citizens in the contemporary period, faced with far more varied alternatives, are likely to 
embrace a triangulation approach to news consumption. The present differs from the past in 
numerous important respects, not least of which is the explosion in the twenty-first century of 
entertainment mass media and other competitors for scarce public attention. 
While it may be the case that politically attentive Americans in the twenty-first century 
are proportionately similar in number to their counterparts in prior news eras, a far larger portion 
of the contemporary population enjoys and exercises the franchise than was the case in the 
nineteenth-century. Moreover, the ability of party organizations to reliably direct the voting of 
their members has declined with the death of party machines and the waning influence of state 
party bosses. Consequently, the breadth of consensus necessary to forge a bipartisan accord is far 
greater in the twenty-first century, and modern communication and polling technology allows 
nervous politicians to sense precisely when that consensus is eroding. Of course, gaining consent 
first requires capturing public attention, and even politically attentive citizens are unlikely to be 
able to attend to all of the competing messages in the modern media environment.  
Not only is it possible to consume nearly limitless political news from virtually any 
ideological perspective, it is also possible to consume equally limitless entertainment media, 
while rarely if ever encountering politics (Prior 2007). This raises the opportunity costs for 
typical consumers of seeking out alternative political perspectives. Survey evidence suggests that 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
5 For example, in their famous “Middletown” study of what they regarded as a typical American 
city in the 1920s, Robert and Helen Lynd (1929, 471) found that “The local morning paper 
distributes 8,851 copies to the 9,200 homes of the city, and the afternoon paper 6,715, plus at 
least half of an additional 785 sold on the street and news-stand. In addition, the circulation of 
out-of-town-papers . . . now totals 1200 to 1500 a day.”  ! ""!
substantial portions of the public also appear to lack the motive to do so. Not surprisingly, these 
same data indicate that as the strength of an individual’s political ideology increases, so too does 
that individual’s preference for news that reinforces her pre-existing beliefs (recall Figure 2) 
(Baum and Groeling 2010). 
If the new media environment is characterized more by reinforcement seeking than by 
triangulation, forging and sustaining bipartisan consensus around even seemingly non-partisan 
issues like flu vaccination programs will likely prove a daunting and perhaps all but 
insurmountable task for future leaders. Evidence of this dilemma emerges in public reactions to 
the 2003 U.S. invasion and subsequent occupation of Iraq, a conflict that produced the greatest 
partisan divide ever recorded in scientific polling, both in terms of support for a U.S. military 
conflict and in terms of overall presidential approval (Jacobson 2006). Scholars (e.g., Kull, 
Ramsey and Lewis 2003, Della Vigna and Kaplan 2003, Jacobson 2007) continue to debate the 
media’s role in sharpening, if not altogether producing, the partisan gulf in evaluations of the 
president and the Iraq War. Jacobson (2007), for instance, speculates that a combination of 
differences in content and partisan self-selection into friendly news environments -- such as Fox 
for Republicans and conservatives, PBS, MSNBC, and CNN for Democrats and liberals, and 
network news for independents and moderates -- may have contributed to partisan differences in 
perceptions of the war and the president leading it. 
As the prior discussion attests, self-selection, a concept dating back to Campbell and 
colleagues’ (1960) theory of minimalism, may well be sharpening partisan polarization, and this 
phenomenon seems likely to expand in the future. However, there exists a second, perhaps 
complementary, culprit: ideologically driven credibility assessments. In other words, 
contemporary citizens possess, arguably to a greater extent than their predecessors, the means to ! "#!
engage in a multipronged dissonance-avoidance strategy. Selective exposure, or avoiding 
dissonant information altogether, presumably represents the first such prong. However, even 
when this first defense mechanism fails and individuals are exposed to ideologically hostile news, 
they increasingly possess the means -- by assigning ideological reputations to individual sources 
and media outlets -- to systematically discount it. In other words, consumers appear also to 
selectively accept or reject information to which they are exposed based on its perceived 
credibility (Baum and Groeling 2010). Credibility assessments in turn depend on the perceived 
ideological leaning of the outlet presenting the information, as well as on the content of the 
information itself (e.g., its perceived costliness). The combined influence of selective exposure 
and acceptance appears, at least in the cases of Iraq and overall assessments of President Bush’s 
job performance, to have contributed substantially to then historically unprecedented levels of 
partisan polarization during President Bush’s second term and more recently in President Barack 
Obama’s second year in office. This leads consumers toward what I term Self-Segregated 
Information Streams. This, in turn, contributes to the progressive erosion of what might be 
thought of as the informational commons; that is, the common civic (virtual) space, occupied for 
roughly four decades by network television nightly newscasts, where a broad cross-section of 
Americans gathered to learn about the events of the day.  
But to what extent to the patterns identified herein, and resulting Self-Segregated 
Information Streams, shape public perceptions of, and responses to, the 2009 Swine Flu 
pandemic and subsequent vaccination program? It is to this question that I now turn. 
Partisan Polarization and the Flu 
When news of the H1N1 virus, commonly known as Swine Flu, first hit the U.S. media, ! "$!
Americans across the political spectrum focused intensely on the issue. As shown in Figure 3, in 
the first Pew Center News Interest Index survey to include a question on the Swine Flu – 
conducted in late April 2009 -- 91% of Republicans, 89% of Democrats, and 87% of 
Independents indicated that they were following the issue “very” or “fairly” closely. These data 
suggest that at least initially there was no partisan gap in attention to the Swine Flu story. 
[Figure 3 here] 
This near-universal interest rapidly dissolved; within a week, a second Pew survey found 
Democrats 12 percentage points more likely than Republicans to report following the flu story 
very or fairly closely, a gap that recurred in 13 of 15 Pew Center surveys that included the 
question between May and December 2009. The gap peaked at 18 percentage points in 
November 2009. In that same November survey, Republicans were nearly 2.5 times more likely 
(49 vs. 21%) to believe that news reports were overstating the danger of the Swine Flu. This 
partisan gap further expands – from 28 to 34 percentage points (39 vs. 5%) -- when we limit the 
sample to respondents who indicated that they were following the Swine Flu story very closely.  
Returning to the October survey cited at the outset of the study, which found Democrats 
far more likely than Republican to indicate that they would get the H1N1 vaccine if available, 
nearly twice as many Democrats as Republicans (82 vs. 49%) expressed confidence in the 
government’s ability to deal with the Swine Flu. Moreover, nearly twice as many Republicans as 
Democrats (18 vs. 10%) indicated (in an open-ended question) that they would not get the 
vaccine because it was too risky or inadequately tested. Among Republicans who report 
following the swine flu issue more closely than any of the other issues in the news included in 
the survey, the percentage indicating that they would not get the flu vaccine because it was too ! "%!
risky swells to 26%. The corresponding percentage among Democrats varies hardly at all as 
attention to the Swine Flu issue rises. 
Interestingly, these percentages far exceed the roughly 4 and 5% of Republicans and 
Democrats, respectively, who indicated that they would not get the vaccine because the Swine 
Flu risk had been exaggerated. These percentages remain nearly constant for Democrats or 
Republicans regardless of their level of attention to the issue. This latter justification seems on its 
face more clearly attributable a general distrust of the government, which, as noted, was far more 
prevalent among Republicans, presumably due to the presence of a polarizing Democrat in the 
White House combined with generally lower levels of faith in government among Republicans.  
That said, in a May 2009 Gallup poll, the correlations between approval of President 
Obama’s job performance and expressing an intent to get the H1N1 vaccine when available, on 
the one hand, and believing the media were exaggerating the danger associated with the Swine 
Flu, on the other, were only about .10 and -.02, respectively, among Republicans (compared 
to .01 and -.06, respectively, among Democrats). The correlations among Republicans change 
only modestly when we limit the sample to self-described conservative Republicans (.09 and .03, 
respectively). This suggests that while general Republican or conservative distrust of government, 
or of a Democratic president, almost certainly accounts for part of these differences, it is 
insufficient to fully account for these patterns. 
Why then would those respondents most attentive to the Swine Flu story be most likely to 
diverge in their opinions about it, with nearly all highly attentive Democrats believing the story 
was either being covered appropriately or that the media were understating the danger, while 
nearly 40% of attentive Republicans held the opposing view? Why, in turn, were Republicans ! "&!
less trusting of the government’s capacity to deal with the flue epidemic and more likely to 
worry that the vaccine itself was dangerous, especially if they were paying close attention to the 
issue, while variations in attentiveness had almost no effect on Democrats? In the next section, I 
argue that the explanation lies, at least in part, in the different information streams to which 
Republicans and Democrats exposed themselves, and from which they received starkly varying 
messages – both in terms of quantity and valence – on the Swine Flu in general, and the 
vaccination program in particular. 
News Consumption and Attitudes Toward the Swine Flu 
I have been unable to identify any surveys asking respondents in detail their sources of 
news about the Swine Flu and vaccine. However, several surveys include questions on attitudes 
regarding H1N1 or the vaccine and general categories of news sources about the flu (e.g., cable, 
internet, national TV, etc.). These data allow some suggestive, albeit far from definitive, tests of 
the hypothesis that the different information streams preferred by Democrats and Republicans in 
the new media help account for the partisan gap in attitudes regarding the pandemic. 
The previously mentioned May 2009 Pew Center survey asked respondents how worried 
they were that they or a family member would be exposed to the flu. Responses ranged from “not 
worried at all” to “very worried.” The survey included the aforementioned question asking about 
respondents’ primary sources of news about the Swine Flu. My hypothesis anticipates greater 
partisan polarization in worry over the flu among new media consumers than among consumers 
of traditional news sources, where all viewers are exposed to more similar information stream. 
To test this prediction, I divided the media outlets included in the question into two 
categories, with cable TV, Internet, and radio counted as “new media” and Local TV news, ! "'!
national network TV news, morning TV news shows, and newspapers counted as traditional 
news sources. A ttest indicates that there is no statistically significant difference in the likelihood 
that Democrats or Republicans who rely primarily on traditional news sources will be “very” or 
“somewhat” worried about the flu. Conversely, among respondents who indicated that they 
relied primarily on new media sources Democrats were 11 percentage points more likely than 
Republicans to express worry over the Swine Flu (.40 vs. .29). This partisan gap is statistically 
significant at p<.02. If we exclude radio from the new media category, which is then limited to 
cable and the Internet, the gap expands to 13 percentage points (.41 vs. .28, p<.02).  
Two additional sets of ttests offer further evidence that media consumption is linked to 
attitudes regarding the dangers of Swine Flu. The first compares whether Democrats and 
Republicans who do or do not report relying on new media sources for news about the flu 
believe the media are offering too much vs. too little Swine-Flu-related news. Among traditional 
news-oriented respondents, Democrats were a little more than 13 percentage points less likely 
than Republicans (.268 vs. .402, p<.03) to believe the media were offering too much swine flu 
news. The partisan gap is far larger (.24 percentage points) among new media consumers (.37 
v. .61, p<.001). The results are comparable when we substitute a question asking respondents 
how they would rate the quality of news coverage of swine flu, with Republicans again being 
significantly more likely than Democrats to rate press coverage poorly, particularly if they relied 
on new media sources for news about the pandemic.  Fully 83 and 77 percent of Democratic 
traditional and new media reliant consumers, respectively, rated press coverage positively, 
compared to only .61 and .48 percent of Republicans. The difference between new and 
traditional news consumers is insignificant among Democrats, while among Republicans the gap 
is significant at p<.03. ! "(!
Attitudes regarding the quality of media coverage of Swine Flu, in turn, influence the 
extent of respondents’ concern about it. For instance, among Republicans who rate press 
coverage of the flu positively, there is no significant difference in concern over the flu between 
those who report relying on traditional vs. new media sources for flu-related information (.34 
vs. .40). However, among Republicans who rate press coverage of the flu negatively, a large (21 
percentage point, p<.01) gap emerges between those who report relying on new vs. traditional 
media sources for flue-related news, with new media consumers reporting far lower levels of 
concern about the flu. Nearly all of that gap, in turn, results from a 23 percentage point drop 
among new-media-reliant consumers as they move from positive to negative attitudes regarding 
the quality of press coverage of the flu story.  
In sharp contrast, no significant gaps emerge among Democrats. This, again, seems likely 
attributable to the propensity of Democrats to seek out news sources via news media that are 
relatively sympathetic to the Administration’s representation of the Swine Flu pandemic as a 
major emergency. Moreover, traditional news sources (like network newscasts) are, all else equal, 
highly likely to highlight the Administration’s perspective in a crisis, due to its status as the most 
authoritative information source, especially early in the crisis, as was the case at time of this 
survey (Baum and Groeling 2008 & 2010).  
Finally, it is worth noting that among both groups of partisans who rate press coverage 
positively, relying on new media sources for flu news is associated with higher levels of concern, 
while among those who rate coverage poorly, reliance on new media sources is associated with 
lower levels of concern about the flu (though these latter differences are not statistically 
significant, and hence must be interpreted with caution).  ! ")!
These results suggest that when given the opportunity to self-select into ideologically 
“friendly” media environments – as is far more likely in the new than in the traditional media – 
partisans are likely to diverge fairly starkly in their attitudes toward the pandemic. However, 
when confronted with a common information stream – as in the traditional news media – they 
respond by converging in their attitudes, regardless of partisanship. Moreover, the fact that 
attitudes regarding press coverage of the Swine Flu story appear closely correlated with news 
source selection, which in turn appears closely related to concern over the flu, with each 
relationship heavily mediated by party affiliation, represents further suggestive evidence in favor 
of the Self-segregated Information Stream hypothesis.   
Unfortunately, data limitations in this survey make it impossible to rule out the possibility 
that differences in the internal characteristics – such as ideological extremeness -- of new vs. 
traditional news viewing Republicans or Democrats may account for these patterns. After all, as I 
have already shown (recall Figure 3), strength of ideology is positively associated with preferring 
news that reinforces one’s preexisting beliefs. So it is doubtless the case that stronger partisans 
are more prone to self-select into ideologically “friendly” information environments than are 
weaker partisans, which in turn seems likely to steer them toward new media outlets, which tend 
to be more amenable to such self-selection. That said, it is worth noting that these results do not 
appear to derive from differences in overall interest in or attention to the flu across new vs. 
traditional news consumers. There is no statistically significant difference in the likelihood of 
having followed the Swine Flu story most closely among the six major news items included in 
the survey for either Democrats or Republicans who reported relying primarily on new vs. 
traditional news media sources for flu-related news.  
If it is the case that respondents who prefer new media sources for news about the swine ! "K!
flu do so because they are, on average, more partisan or more ideologically extreme – with new 
media-oriented Republicans being more conservative and new media-oriented Democrats more 
liberal than their traditional-news-consuming counterparts -- then such a preference might also 
predict similar differences in attention to other news stories, particularly those with clear partisan 
implications. To test this possibility, I conducted two ttests: one employing two non-overtly 
partisan news issues issues (the financial problems of the US auto industry and the state of the 
economy) and one employing two more directly partisan issues (President Obama’s first 100 
days in office and to Senator Arlen Spector’s switch from the Republican to the Democratic 
Party). For the less-partisan issues, I found, as expected, comparably small and insignificant 
differences for both parties. That is, preferring new over traditional media sources for news about 
the swine flu does not predict differences in attention to the financial woes of the American auto 
industry or the economy, regardless of party.  
For the more overtly partisan issues, Republican new media consumers reported having 
followed the stories 6% more closely (2.76 vs. 2.60 on the 1-4 scale), on average, than their 
traditional-news-viewing counterparts. This gap, though nearly significant, is substantively quite 
small. This, in combination with the fact that virtually no gap at all emerged among Democrats, 
suggests that a preference for new media sources for swine flu news – here employed as a 
possible indicator of ex ante strength of partisanship or ideology – does not appear clearly 
associated with the decision to consume new vs. traditional news media. 
Somewhat more direct evidence in this regard is available from a May/June 2009 Pew 
Global Values Survey, which included several questions with clear ideological implications, 
along with questions about the Swine Flu and news sources. In this instance, the survey asked 
whether respondents primary source of national or international news was television, radio, ! #R!
Internet, newspapers or magazines. Because television is not divided into cable vs. broadcast, 
while the “radio” category is obviously not necessarily limited to political talk radio, the status of 
these outlets as new vs. traditional media is ambiguous. However, I find substantively tiny and 
statistically insignificant differences in the self-reported ideological extremeness
6 of respondents 
who rely on television, radio or the Internet for national or international news.  
That said, a ttest on the extent to which respondents indicate they are worried that either 
they or a family member will be exposed to Swine Flu
7, finds that Democrats who primarily rely 
on the Internet or TV for national or international news are significantly more worried about 
Swine Flu than their Republican counterparts, even when I exclude strong ideologues (that is, 
respondents describing themselves as “very conservative” or “very liberal”). The partisan gaps, 
with strong ideologues excluded, are .39 (p<.02) and .32 (p<.001) points on the 1-4 scale, or .35 
and .29 standard deviations for Internet and TV news consumers, respectively. The 
corresponding partisan gap for respondents who indicated that they rely primarily on newspapers 
or magazines (more traditional sources with less opportunity for ideologically-based self-
selection) for their news was far smaller (.14, or .13 standard deviations) and statistically 
insignificant, again with strong ideologues excluded.
8 The results differ only modestly when 
ideologues are included in the ttests. Similar patterns emerge if I exclude respondents who 
indicated in a separate question that they had either “no confidence at all” (in one test) or “a lot 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
6 This is based on a question asking respondents about their political ideology, recoded to a 0-3 
scale, where 0=moderate or “don’t know”, 1=liberal or conservative, and 2=very liberal or very 
conservative. 
7 Response options were: 3=very worried, 2=somewhat worried, 1=not too worried, or 0=not at 
all worried. Those who indicated they were “exposed already” were excluded, while “don’t 
know” responses were recoded to the center of the scale (1.5). 
8 Too few respondents identified radio as their primary news source to include it as a separate 
new media category. For the same reason I combine newspaper- and magazine-oriented 
respondents, though the results are similar if I isolate the newspaper category (too few 
respondents chose magazines to allow a separate ttest of that category). ! #"!
of confidence” (in a second test) that President Barack Obama would “do the right thing 
regarding world affairs,” or if I exclude respondents who indicated, in another question, that they 
did not approve of President Obama’s international policies.
9 This suggests that, while ex ante 
ideological extremeness or attitudes toward President Obama, and the effects of those attitudes 
on media outlet choice, almost certainly influence the observed partisan gaps, they cannot, by 
themselves, fully account for them. Seemingly, the information to which respondents expose 
themselves in these various media also matters. 
One final test offers additional evidence substantiating this assertion. A 23-26 October 
2009 Pew Center survey asked respondents which news stories they were following most closely 
as well as their “regular” sources of news. The question listed six specific news story options as 
well as an “other story” category. Response options for the latter question, that in this survey 
(unlike the others) were not mutually exclusive, included local TV news, national network TV 
news, MSNBC, FOX, CNN, radio news, newspapers, or the Internet. I conducted a set of ttests 
to determine whether self-identified conservative Republicans differed in their propensity to 
identify Swine Flu as the issue they had followed most closely in the news during the previous 
week, depending on whether or not they identified Fox News as a regular source of news. I then 
compared the results for Swine Flu with those for several other news stories identified in the 
survey, including the health care debate, the state of the national economy, efforts by the Obama 
Administration to place limits on executive pay for companies that took bailout funds, the war in 
Afghanistan, and political instability in Pakistan.  
Beginning with the “other” news stories, the results indicate that there is no statistically 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
9 In this instance, too few respondents (29% and 6% of Democrats) expressed disapproval to 
isolate that category for a separate ttest of partisan differences. ! ##!
significant attention difference between conservative Republican Fox viewers and their non-Fox-
viewing counterparts with respect to the economy, executive pay, or Afghanistan. Too few 
conservative Republicans mentioned Pakistan to determine whether or not viewers and non-
viewers differed meaningfully. Finally, regular Fox viewers were 18 percentage points more 
likely than non-regular-viewers to cite the health care debate as the issue they had followed most 
closely in the news (p=.05).  
The results for Swine Flu are far starker. Conservative Republicans who cited Fox News 
as a regular news source were more than twice as likely as those that did not mention Fox to 
name Swine Flu and the vaccine as the issue they had followed most closely (.40 vs. .18, p<.003). 
Equally important, this relationship is unique to Fox News, at least in its magnitude and 
significance. No statistically relationships emerged for local TV news or newspapers. However, 
conservative Republicans who cited national network news as a regular news source were 10 
percentage points more likely than their counterparts who did not to name Swine Flu and the 
vaccine issue as the story they had followed most closely the prior week (.30 vs. .20, p<.10).  
Several of the other “new” media outlets – including CNN and radio news -- were also 
associated with reduced attention to Swine Flu. Regular radio news consumers were about 7 
percentage points less likely than non-radio-news-consumers to indicate that they had followed 
the Swine Flu/vaccine issue most closely, though this effect is not statistically significant. The 
corresponding drop in attention for regular CNN viewers is about 12 percentage points (.28 
vs. .16, p<.10).  If I limit the sample to respondents who identified themselves as “very 
conservative,” then regular Internet consumption is associated with a 7 percentage point, albeit 
statistically insignificant (p<.19) decline in the likelihood of having followed Swine Flu and its 
vaccine most closely of the issues in the news the prior week (.18 vs. .11). ! #$!
The fact that other new media did not produce attention effects vis-à-vis Swine Flu and 
the vaccine comparable in magnitude or significance to that associated with Fox likely stems 
from several factors, including (a) Fox’s status as a particular focal point for conservative 
Republican news consumers, (b) in some instances, the specificity of Fox News relative to, say, 
“radio news” in the survey question, the latter of which presumably includes political talk radio, 
but also other less politically slanted fare, and, perhaps most important, (c) the fact that 
respondents were able to select as many of the outlets from the list as they liked. This means that 
some of the Fox consumers almost certainly also exposed themselves to other media, like 
national network news or local TV news, potentially offering somewhat different messages 
regarding the Swine Flu and the vaccine program. 
In sharp contrast to the patterns for conservative Republicans, among self-described 
liberal Democrats no statistically significant differences between regular Fox viewers and non-
viewers emerged for any of the news stories. The same pattern emerges among liberal Democrats 
across all the media outlets included in the survey, with the sole exception of local TV news. 
Liberal Democrats who regularly watch local TV news were 18 percentage points more likely 
(.34 vs. .16, p<.05) than their counterparts who did not regularly watch to report following the 
Swine Flu/vaccine issue most closely. Presumably, the weaker relationships for liberal 
Democrats stem from the aforementioned higher ex ante levels of interest in the issue among 
Democrats and greater trust of the government officials and agencies talking about it. That said, 
when I limit the analysis to self-described “very liberal” respondents, the results strengthen 
considerably for national network news and MSNBC. In the former case, regular viewing of 
network news among very liberal respondents is associated with a 24 percentage point increase 
in the likelihood of having followed Swine Flu and its vaccine most closely during the prior ! #%!
week (.42 vs. .18, p<.05). The corresponding increase among regular MSNBC viewers is 9 
percentage points (.35 vs. .26). However, this latter relationship is statistically insignificant 
(p<.25), presumably do to the fairly small number of regular MSNBC consumers included in the 
survey. 
These results clearly suggest that regularly consuming Fox News had quite different 
effects on the attention of conservative Republicans to Swine Flu and the vaccine than with 
respect to any of the other policy issues on the national agenda, substantially reducing their 
interest in the issue. Other new media mostly exhibited similar, albeit weaker effects. In contrast, 
network news consumption produced the opposite effect, at least among especially conservative 
respondents. Fewer significant relationships emerged among liberal Democrats, regardless of 
their sources of news, though several outlets typically preferred by liberals were associated with 
positive attention effects among “very liberal” respondents.
10 Taken together, these patterns 
appear largely to supports the Self-segregated Information Stream hypothesis. 
Thus far, we have seen suggestive evidence that the trend toward increasing self-selection 
by Americans into politically “friendly” news environments, especially in the new media (cable, 
Internet, political talk radio, and especially Fox News) may help account for the partisan gap in 
concern over the Swine Flue and in self-reported intent to seek the Swine Flu vaccine. Of course, 
survey questions regarding interest or “intent” are not equivalent to actual behavior. Hence, in 
the next section I investigate state-level data on swine flu vaccination rates to see whether the 
sorts of patterns identified in the survey data reflect actual behavior. 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
10 While, in order to address the endogeneity concern raised earlier, I focused in this instance on 
“liberal Democrats” and “conservative Republicans,” many of the patterns identified above, 
particularly with respect to Fox News, remain similar if I limit the analysis to liberals, 
conservatives, Democrats, or Republicans. ! #&!
A Vaccination Gap? 
To investigate actual patterns of vaccinations for Swine Flu, and determine whether there is 
evidence that political partisanship influences vaccination rates in part due to the different 
information streams to which partisans expose themselves, I turn to state-level CDC data on 
H1N1 immunizations and deaths from Swine Flu.
11 To account for partisan differences, I employ 
Gallup data on the on the gap in party affiliation in each state in 2008, as well as on whether each 
state voted for Obama or McCain in 2008 (Jones 2009). The best-available proxy I was able to 
identify for the differing media streams consumed by residents of each state is a data set 
developed by Gentzkow and Shapiro (2010) on partisan bias in newspapers. Gentzkow and 
Shapiro rated 434 U.S. newspapers on a left-to-right ideological continuum, with the number of 
papers for an individual state ranging from 1 (in Wyoming, Arkansas, and Delaware) to 49 (in 













12 I am grateful to Matt Gentzkow for making these data available to me. See Gentzkow and 
Shapiro (2010) for a detailed explanation of the construction of the slant scale. 

































































14 In separate models (not shown), I tested additional socio-economic factors such as the percent 
of the state’s population living in urban vs. rural communities, median state income, infant death 
rates, state spending on Medicaid and healthcare in general, per capita GDP, and population size. 
None significantly affected the H1N1 vaccination rate after the reported controls were included 






































































82.500-57.!-+327-19/!there is little question that technological innovations and shifts in audience 
behavior are changing the way citizens consume news, with content growing increasingly 
personalized and subject to individual preferences regarding what, when and where they 
entertain themselves or expose themselves to politically themed information. 
Given the enormity and speed of the changes in this media marketplace, the potential 
consequences for democratic participation and the strategic landscape for politicians, the 
evolution of the communication environment within in which our politics are contested seems 
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FIGURE 2. Average Days in Past Week 
Accessed Political Blogs on Internet, as 
Strength of Ideology Varies ! &(!
 
 
 